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Abstract
Numerous studies have found determinants of high school completion; most studies focus on socioeconomic
and academic performance factors. This research aims to study the impact of socioeconomic status and
learning disabilities, specifically the impact that socioeconomic status has on the prevalence of learning
disabilities, and then the impact learning disabilities has on high school completion. Moreover, this study aims
to determine if an interaction between these two factors exists, thereby causing an increased disadvantage of
attaining a high school education for these students possessing both of these characteristics. Additionally, this
study will show the effectiveness of the current efforts towards helping these students facing poverty and/or
learning disabilities.
This article is available in The Park Place Economist: http://digitalcommons.iwu.edu/parkplace/vol14/iss1/16
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I. Introduction
C
hild Trends Data Bank reports that for the 
year 2003 the high school dropout rate was 
10%.  Considering the growing importance 
of higher education, one might wonder why some 
students still opt to drop out of high school.  Perhaps 
this phenomenon is merely a selection process, for 
Eckstein found that dropouts have a competitive 
advantage in jobs not requiring a high school 
GLSORPD0RUHRYHUDVVXPLQJFKRLFHVDUH
not constrained, Human Capital Theory suggests 
that these students determine that the cost of lost 
wages exceeds the gain received by investing in 
a high school diploma.  However, instances arise 
when students are forced out of high school due to 
poor grades or bad behavior.
Until this time, the United States’ labor 
market has incorporated these lower skilled 
workers, but today the U.S. faces a new challenge 
of increasing global competition and a loss of jobs, 
especially lower skilled jobs, to less expensive 
overseas operations.  If this trend continues, the 
outlook for these high school dropouts appears to 
be bleak.  Therefore, today society needs to stress 
the importance of education, and by studying 
the determinants of dropping out of high school, 
society can target the students most inclined to 
drop out and hopefully improve their chances of 
economic success in the future by encouraging 
them to complete high school.
Numerous studies have found determinants 
of high school completion; most studies focus 
on socioeconomic and academic performance 
factors.  This research aims to study the impact 
of socioeconomic status and learning disabilities, 
VSHFL¿FDOO\WKHLPSDFWWKDWVRFLRHFRQRPLFVWDWXV
has on the prevalence of learning disabilities, 
and then the impact learning disabilities has on 
high school completion.  Moreover, this study 
aims to determine if an interaction between these 
two factors exists, thereby causing an increased 
disadvantage of attaining a high school education 
for these students possessing both of these 
characteristics.  Additionally, this study will show 
the effectiveness of the current efforts towards 
helping these students facing poverty and/or 
learning disabilities. 
II. Literature Review
Considering the importance of educational 
attainment to society, researchers have conducted 
many studies focusing on this issue.  In 1962, 
Bertrand studied the social interaction between 
the family and the school social systems and 
its effect on high school dropouts.  The most 
important determinants of high school dropouts 
that he found follow:
1. Low socioeconomic status directly 
correlates with high school dropouts.
2. Students of parents with lower educational 
attainment are more likely not to complete 
high school.
3. Parents who place a low value on a high 
school education transfer this low value 
to their children, thereby increasing their 
chances of dropping out of high school.
4. Students who have lower GPAs and who 
have failed more classes possess a higher 
chance of dropping out of high school.
5. Students incompatible with the school 
The Park Place Economist, Volume XIV74
Adrienne Ingrum
social system tend to receive more ridicule 
from students and punishment from 
teachers and consequently drop out of high 
school at a higher rate. (Alvin Bertrand 

7KH PDLQ ¿QGLQJ FHQWHUHG RQ WKH HIIHFW WKDW
dysfunctions between family and school social 
structures cause.  When they contradict each 
RWKHUVWXGHQWVDLPWR¿WLQZLWKWKHLUIDPLO\VRFLDO
structure rather than their school social system, 
thereby affecting their decision to stay in school 
%HUWUDQG
%HUWUDQG¶V ¿QGLQJV SURYH XVHIXO LQ P\
study by showing the impact that socioeconomic 
VWDWXV6(6DQGWKHDFFRPSDQLHGFKDOOHQJHVWKDW
students face have on high school completion. 
Additionally, he stresses the impact of social 
structures leading me to hypothesize that low SES 
and learning disabilities may cause a student not 
WR ³¿WLQ´ WR WKH VFKRRO VRFLDO V\VWHP WKHUHE\
increasing the likeliness of that student dropping 
out of high school.
In 2003, Coleman and DeLeire investigated 
the effect that locus of control has on a student’s 
decision to complete high school.  They found 
that students with external locus of control place 
a lower value on a high school education and 
therefore tend to drop out of high school more 
often than students with an internal locus of 
control (Margo Coleman and Thomas DeLeire 
 7KLV¿QGLQJ IROORZV WKH+XPDQ&DSLWDO
Theory which suggests that students with external 
locus of control are more likely to drop out of high 
school because they underestimate their earnings 
potential and therefore determine that the cost of 
lost wages exceeds the gain received by investing 
in a high school diploma (place a lower value on a 
KLJKVFKRROHGXFDWLRQ
6LPLODU WR%HUWUDQG¶V¿QGLQJVRISDUHQWDO
values transferring to their children, studies show 
that parents affect their children’s locus of control 
because nurturing, encouraging parents tend 
to raise children with internal locus of control. 
0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\ ³SDUHQWDO LQYROYHPHQW IDPLO\
environment, teacher warmth, and academic 
performance help determine the development of 
internal locus of control” (Coleman and DeLeire 
7KHFRPPRQERQGEHWZHHQWKHVHIDFWRUV
WKDW LQÀXHQFH ORFXV RI FRQWURO GHYHORSPHQW LV
harmony between the family and school social 
systems which is outlined in Bertrand’s study, 
thereby suggesting students with external locus of 
FRQWUROWHQGQRWWR³¿WLQ´ZLWKERWKRIWKHVHVRFLDO
structures which leads to higher dropout rates.
Coleman and DeLeire believed that 
students who experienced stressful events, 
especially during their youth, were more likely 
WRKDYHDQH[WHUQDOORFXVRIFRQWURO2QH
might deem it reasonable to assume that students 
coming from a low social class and/or facing a 
learning disability would also face stressful events 
in their life perhaps leading them to miscalculate 
the value of a high school education.
Dunn, Chambers, and Rabren in 2004 
conducted a study that helps to strengthen the 
YDOLGLW\RIWKH¿QGLQJVRIWKHSUHYLRXVO\GLVFXVVHG
studies through dropout interviews establishing 
the factors that would have convinced them to 
stay in school:
68% of the [dropouts interviewed] felt that 
there were changes that could have been 
made that would have helped them stay 
LQVFKRRO 7KHVHLQFOXGHGFKDQJHVLQD
DWWLWXGHVDQGHIIRUWEVFKRRODWWHQGDQFH
SROLFLHVFWHDFKHUEHKDYLRUGGLVFLSOLQH
SROLF\ DQG H SHHUV  &DUROLQH 'XQQ
'DOHH&KDPEHUVDQG.DUHQ5DEUHQ
Additionally, students also claimed that they were 
more likely to stay in school if they believed that 
they were being effectively prepared for their 
future career plans which follow Human Capital 
Theory perfectly (Dunn, Chambers, and Rabren 

The previous two studies discussed have 
established the impact of SES, family background, 
social structures, and educational performance 
on high school completion.  Not only does 
Dunn, Chambers, and Rabren’s study reinforce 
WKHVH¿QGLQJV EXW DOVR H[SORUHV WKH LPSDFW WKDW
The Park Place Economist, Volume XIV
Adrienne Ingrum
75
disabilities have on students and their decision 
to stay in school.  They found that 58% of the 
students with learning disabilities and only 37% 
of the students with mental retardation were likely 
to drop out of high school (Dunn, Chambers, 
DQG 5DEUHQ   7KHVH ¿QGLQJV VKRZ WKDW
learning disabilities have an effect on high school 
completion.
My study aims to determine if a relationship 
exists between SES and learning disabilities; 
however, arguments can be made that this 
relationship may be either causal or selective.  SES 
causes learning disabilities or learning disabilities 
create challenges that lead to a lower SES.  Miech, 
&DVSL0RI¿WW:ULJKWDQG6LOYDLQIRXQG
that “mental disorders are overrepresented in 
the lower social strata,” and therefore wanted to 
investigate this relationship between SES and 
mental disorders in order to determine the direction 
of the relationship (Richard Miech, Avshalom 
&DVSL7HUULH0RI¿WW%UDGOH\(QWQHU:ULJKWDQG
3KLO6LOYD7KLVVWXG\IRXQGWKDW³DGROHVFHQW
mental disorders were more likely to be found 
among youth in families with low [socioeconomic 
status] SES than would be expected by chance 
DORQH´0LHFKHWDO7KHVH¿QGLQJVZHUH
HVSHFLDOO\ UREXVW IRU DWWHQWLRQ GH¿FLW GLVRUGHU D
OHDUQLQJGLVDELOLW\$GGLWLRQDOO\DWWHQWLRQGH¿FLW
disorder tends to affect educational attainment 
0LHFK HW DO  0LHFK HW DO VXJJHVWV WKDW
SES and learning disabilities are correlated with 
data collected from New Zealand.  My study aims 
to further this literature by determining if similar 
relationships exist in the United States.
III. Theory
According to Gary Becker’s Human 
Capital Theory, wages differ because jobs differ 
and workers differ.  Each worker brings a unique 
set of skills and abilities to the labor force (human 
FDSLWDO DQG WKHUHIRUH ZRUNHUV¶ KXPDQ FDSLWDO
determines their compensation.  Education, 
training, and medical treatment have been shown 
to contribute to the accumulation of human capital 
*HRUJH %RUMDV   7KHUHIRUH DFFRUGLQJ WR
this theory, investments in human capital increase 
the chances for economic success.
As mentioned earlier, the U.S. labor 
market demands fewer blue-collar workers due 
to the shift of jobs to other countries.  Therefore, 
the U.S. labor force and future labor force needs 
to recognize the necessity for increased human 
capital in order to successfully compete in the 
labor force.  Essentially, the completion of a high 
VFKRROGHJUHHEHFRPHVWKH¿UVWVWHSLQVWDUWLQJWKH
process of increased human capital investment. 
By earning a high school degree, workers possess 
more skills that will help them either enter a higher 
level of education or better perform in the labor 
force.
Clearly, the Human Capital Theory 
emphasizes the importance of investment in 
human capital, such as a high school education, for 
HFRQRPLFVXFFHVV 7KLVSDSHUGH¿QHVHFRQRPLF
success as completing high school and therefore 
aims to determine the human capital investments 
that determine this “economic success.”  Since 
high school occurs during our youth, the majority 
of the human capital investments that would 
lead us to this achievement must be transferred 
from our parents to us.  Therefore, our family 
socioeconomic class greatly impacts our 
human capital accumulation.  Families from a 
lower socioeconomic class not only obtain less 
resources but also less human capital to pass onto 
their children, thereby causing these children to 
automatically be disadvantaged.  Therefore, this 
paper hypothesizes that lower familial investment 
in children’s human capital would increase the 
chances of these students dropping out of high 
school.
However, this paper also focuses on the 
challenge that students with learning disabilities 
face.  Education exists as one of the critical 
components of human capital; therefore, one 
would assume that if students had a learning 
disability, this obstacle could deter them from 
achieving an increased level of human capital, 
such as a high school education.  Moreover, 
this paper hypothesizes that learning disabilities 
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create extra barriers for students to overcome, and 
therefore increase the likeliness of them dropping 
out of high school.
Therefore, both lower socioeconomic status 
6(6 DQG OHDUQLQJ GLVDELOLWLHV FDQ GHFUHDVH WKH
probability of high school completion.  However, 
there could also be an interaction between SES and 
learning disabilities in determining high school 
completion because SES impacts the treatment 
and prevalence of a learning disability.  First of 
all, parents from a lower socioeconomic class, 
most likely, have less human capital to use to 
help their children overcome a learning disability. 
Additionally, they also have fewer resources 
to use towards medical treatment.  Therefore, 
this paper hypothesizes that the independent 
effects of low SES and learning disabilities are 
LQWHQVL¿HGZKHQWKHVWXGHQWIDFHVERWKFKDOOHQJHV
Moreover, students with a learning disability from 
a lower socioeconomic class have an even greater 
chance of dropping out of high school than those 
students with learning disabilities from higher 
socioeconomic classes.
Essentially, following from the literature 
and the theory, this paper aims to research three 
hypotheses:
1. Lower SES increases the probability of 
dropping out of high school.
2. Learning disabilities increase the probability 
of dropping out of high school.
3. The interaction between lower SES and 
learning disabilities further increases the 
probability of dropping out of high school.
IV. Empirical Model
This study will use the National 
/RQJLWXGLQDO 6XUYH\ RI <RXWK 1/6< 
Cohort to test the proposed hypotheses.  As of 
December 31, 1996, the approximately 9,000 
youth interviewed were between the ages of 12 
and 16.  For Round 1 of this longitudinal survey, 
both the youth and one of his/her parents were 
interviewed.  Today, these youth are between the 
ages of 21 and 25; therefore, by this time, they 
have had ample time to complete high school if 
they opted to do so.
In order to determine if the youth dropped 
out of high school, I extracted the data revealing 
the highest grade completed as of the survey date 
in 2003, which places them between the ages of 
19 and 23.  By this time, the majority of the youth 
should have had time to complete high school; 
however, some cases may exist where youth were 
held back a year or more and may still be working 
on their high school degree.  In these rare cases, the 
data will show them as dropouts when in actuality 
they are still students, thereby adversely affecting 
the results.  The variable DO was created so that if 
the highest grade completed was below 12, DO = 
1 and if it was equal to or greater than 12, DO = 0. 
Approximately 14.5 percent of the sample (1033 
RIGURSSHGRXWRIKLJKVFKRRO
7KH ¿UVW VXUYH\ GHWHUPLQHG LI WKH \RXWK
has or had a learning disability such as dyslexia 
or attention disorder that “limits or has limited the 
kind of schoolwork or other daily activities [he/
she] can perform, the amount of time [he/she] can 
spend on these activities or [his/her] performance 
LQWKHVHDFWLYLWLHV´1/6<50RUHRYHU
if the youth suffers from such a condition, then 
LD = 1, and LD = 0 otherwise.  Approximately 7 
SHUFHQWRIWKHVDPSOHRIVXIIHUHGIURP
a learning disability.
6HYHUDO IDFWRUV LQÀXHQFH VRFLRHFRQRPLF
VWDWXV 6(6 VXFK DV IDPLO\ LQFRPH SDUHQWDO
education level, parental occupation, and social 
status in the community; however, this study uses 
the biological mother’s highest completed grade 
to proxy this variable (Socioeconomic Status
Essentially, “women’s educational attainment…
LQÀXHQFHV ZRPHQ¶V RFFXSDWLRQV DQG HDUQLQJV
which are themselves indicators of women’s status. 
Also, it allows women to make better-informed 
decisions about affairs in their own household, 
WKHLUFRPPXQLW\DQGWKHLUQDWLRQ´6LQFH
educational attainment affects all factors of SES, 
this variable should be a good proxy for SES. 
Moreover, this study assumes that mothers with 
higher levels of education enjoy higher SES.
Lastly, the interaction variable was created 
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by multiplying the learning disability and the 
SES variable.  See Table 1 for summary statistics 
concerning the average biological mother’s highest 
completed grade for dropouts and graduates, along 
with the percentage of dropouts and graduates who 
face a learning disability.  Table 1 shows that the 
dropouts from this sample tend to have mothers 
with less education, thereby suggesting they belong 
WRDORZHU6(6$GGLWLRQDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWO\PRUH
high school dropouts face a learning disability, 
compared to the graduates in the sample.
This study aims to determine the impact that 
VRFLRHFRQRPLFVWDWXV6(6OHDUQLQJGLVDELOLWLHV
and the interaction of these two variables have on 
high school achievement.  The following formula 
will be used in order to test the hypotheses.
DO = A
1
 + A
2
%0+*&A
3
/'
+ A
4
%0+*&/'E
7DEOHGH¿QHVWKHYDULDEOHV
and shows the expected 
signs.
Since the dependent 
YDULDEOH '2 LV D
dichotomous variable, the 
probit model will be used 
because this model better 
estimates the probability of 
an event than an OLS regression model.
Previous studies of high school completion 
tend to control for other variables in order to tease 
out the true effects of the variables in question—
6(6DQGOHDUQLQJGLVDELOLWLHVVSHFL¿FWRWKLVVWXG\
These control variables can be grouped into two 
categories: background variables and educational 
variables.  However, due to multicollinearity, 
I have decided to leave out a number of control 
variables that have been used in past studies such 
as race, students’ school performance, and school 
attendance.
Most studies of high school completion 
control for parents’ educational attainment.  As 
Human Capital Theory suggests, people with less 
educational investment will not perform as well 
in the economy as those with more education. 
Additionally as Bertrand found, parents transfer 
HGXFDWLRQDO YDOXHV WR WKHLU FKLOGUHQ 
Assuming that parents with lower educational 
attainment place a lower value on education, 
their children will also place a lower value on 
education and are therefore 
more likely to drop out of 
high school than children 
of high school graduates. 
While using the mother’s educational attainment 
as a proxy for SES, I am also controlling for 
parents’ educational attainment.
V. Results
The results originate from a probit analysis 
of a sample of 7110 youth.  Not only was the 
UHJUHVVLRQHTXDWLRQVLJQL¿FDQWEXWDOVRDOORIWKH
YDULDEOHVZHUHVLJQL¿FDQWWRDWOHDVWWKHOHYHO
with the correct estimated sign.  The results can be 
found in Table 3.
In regards to the probit model, the higher 
WKH /5 FKL WKH PRUH VLJQL¿FDQW WKH RYHUDOO
model; therefore, with a LR chi2 of 519.19, 
this model predicts high school dropouts fairly 
DFFXUDWHO\ $OO RI WKH FRHI¿FLHQWV SURYHG WR EH
VWDWLVWLFDOO\ VLJQL¿FDQW ZLWK WKH K\SRWKHVL]HG
signs.  By using the probit model with marginal 
effects, I determined that with each additional 
grade completed by the biological mother, the 
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student is 2.72% less likely to drop out of high 
school.  Students who possess a learning disability 
are 47.70% more likely to drop out of high school. 
Additionally, with each additional grade completed 
by the biological mother, students facing learning 
disabilities are 1.46% less likely to drop out of 
KLJK VFKRRO 7KHVHPDUJLQDO HIIHFWV DUH¿JXUHG
holding all other variables constant.
Therefore, this study shows that higher 
6(6 KLJKHU SDUHQWDO HGXFDWLRQDO DWWDLQPHQW
DQGGURSSLQJRXWRIKLJKVFKRRODUHVLJQL¿FDQWO\
QHJDWLYHO\ FRUUHODWHG  7KLV ¿QGLQJ PHDQV WKDW
students from lower SES tend to drop out of high 
school more than students from higher SES.  This 
¿QGLQJDOVRFRQ¿UPV%HUWUDQG¶V¿QGLQJVWKDWORZ
SES is directly correlated and parents’ education 
is inversely correlated with student dropouts.
Additionally, this study illustrates that 
learning disabilities and high school dropouts are 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\ SRVLWLYHO\ FRUUHODWHG  7KHUHIRUH
students with learning disabilities drop out of 
high school more than students without learning 
disabilities, which was also determined in Dunn, 
Chambers, and Rabren’s study.  
The variable of most interest in this study 
is the interaction between these two variables. 
Do these students facing both low SES and 
learning disabilities have an increased chance of 
dropping out of high school?  This study found 
this hypothesis to be true.  Essentially, students 
from high SES with learning disabilities have an 
increased chance of graduating than those facing 
a lower SES and a learning disability, even after 
controlling for the independent effects of SES and 
/'7KLV¿QGLQJHVWDEOLVKHVWKDWDVLPLODUWUHQG
occurs in the United States as was found in New 
=HDODQG E\ 0LHFK &DVSL 0RI¿WW :ULJKW DQG
Silva.
 7KH FRQ¿GHQFH LQWHUYDOV
further verify the robustness of 
the results.  Not only are the 
YDULDEOHV VLJQL¿FDQW DFFRUGLQJ WR
the z statistic, but also the 95% 
FRQ¿GHQFH LQWHUYDO LV QDUURZO\
focused in the correct direction. 
  
VI. Conclusion
 7KHUHVXOWVQRWRQO\FRQ¿UP
SHUYLRXVVWXGLHV¶¿QGLQJVEXWDOVR
verify the three-fold hypothesis established in 
WKLVVWXG\WKDWORZHUVRFLRHFRQRPLFVWDWXV6(6
and learning disabilities increases the probability 
of dropping out of high school along with an 
interaction of the two factors thereby intensifying 
the negative effect for students facing both 
challenges.  Since this study shows that certain 
VWXGHQWV IDFH VSHFL¿F FKDOOHQJHV ZKLFK GHWHU
them from completing high school, perhaps these 
students can be better helped and encouraged to 
complete high school.
Several programs already exist attempting 
to aid students from lower SES; however, the 
government, schools, and other education 
promoting organizations can identify these students 
fairly easily.  Determining students with learning 
disabilities is not as easy however.  Therefore, by 
identifying characteristics of learning disabilities 
and distributing this information to schools and 
parents, perhaps these students can receive help 
earlier.  Additionally, information concerning the 
treatments for these learning disabilities should 
be similarly distributed, especially to lower SES 
families.  Assistance for these treatments should 
be given to lower SES families as well.  Perhaps 
mentoring programs should be established for 
these lower SES students to not only give them 
good role models but also to educate them about 
their career options.  Essentially, these students 
facing learning disabilities and/or low SES need 
The Park Place Economist, Volume XIV
Adrienne Ingrum
79
to be encouraged to stay in school and educated 
on the consequences of not graduating.  Most 
importantly, those facing both learning disabilities 
and low SES should be the object of public policy 
because of their high risk of dropping out of high 
school.
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